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MS, LA AGRICULTURE COMMISSIONERS ASK
CONGRESS FOR DROUGHT ASSISTANCE

(Jackson, MS) Mississippi Commissioner of Agriculture Lester Spell and
L ouisana Commissioner of Agriculture Bob Odom are calling on congressto help
farmerswho have been hit hard by the 1998 drought. Thetwo commissioners have
returned from Washington D.C. where they met with members of the Mississippi
and Louisiana congressional delegations and their staff to point out specific needsin
the two states.

“Thisyear’sdrought hasled to aloss of production in Mississippi’s major
row and grain crops,” said Spell. “ Thedry weather has also promoted other
problems such as a severe infestation of aflatoxin, a fungusthat has damaged
approximately 65% of Mississippi’scorn crop, resulting in extreme economic losses
for thefarmer.”

Commissioner Spell told congressional representativesthat other
agricultural interestsin Mississippi had also been hit by the weather. Many of the
state' s poultry growers suffered heavy losses due to the heat and tree farmerswho
planted pine seedlingsin late 1997 and early 1998 had experienced higher than
normal losses due to drought. Poultry and timber arethe number one and number
two commoditiesin Mississippi. Spell asked that the cost of replanting seedlings be
covered in drought relief legislation and also stressed the drought’simpact on beef
and dairy producersand pastureland in Mississippi.

Both Spell and Odom expressed opposition to a proposal that would limit
disaster fundsto farmerswho have crop insurance and who have collected for crop
damagesfor 3 of thelast 5 years. “ Some of the Mississippi farmerswho suffered
major losses because of the severe drought do not have crop insurance,” Spell said.
He added that 1996 and 1997 had been relatively good production yearsfor
Mississippi farmers, which would hamper their attempt to get financial help under
the proposed plan.
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Commissioner Spell said that both Mississippi and Louisiana could lose a
high number of farmersthisyear due to harsh weather and low crop prices. Spell
pointed out that because of the efficiency of our farmers, only about 10 cents out of
dollar spent by Americans goesto purchasefood. “1f Americans expect to continue
to have an abundant supply of safe, low cost food,” said Spell, “ the economic
survival of the American farmer isessential.”

Congressis expected to be dealing with the farm crissduring the next
several weeks.
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